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Vintage Visions
What's on the horizon can be richly illuminated by that which shines from the past. This section features
an article previously published in the Michigan Reading Journal that remains poignant in its relevance to
today's classroom.
When Jane Bingham was an assistant professor at Oakland University in the 1970s, she wrote a regular
children's literature column in the MRJ titled "News and Reviews." The article "Don't Read Aloud!" was
published in 1973 (Volume 7, Number 1, pp. 18-19). In this issue, Jane, now retired and professor emeritus,
reflects and comments on the continued importance of how and what we read aloud to children. Are you
struck by how her ideas from 34 years ago are espoused in current literature about interactive read-alouds?

Don't Read to Us!
BY JANE BINGHAM

M

any classroom teachers complain that their pupils hate listening to stories read aloud. However, reading
aloud to pupils is encouraged by almost all reading/language arts programs. When children say, "Don't
read to us!" what's wrong? First let's consider what's right. What are we sure of when it comes to reading
aloud? Children most often like (feel comfortable with) the familiar. If they are not familiar with being read
to they will tend to reject the activity. Their rejection may also stem from their lack of understanding about
what they are supposed to be doing while the reader reads. Not having had the opportunity to exercise their
imaginations through auditory stimulation alone, some children are at a loss as to what their role is supposed
to be in the reading activity.
Secondly, children most often enjoy and respond
to those activities which are presented to them
with a sense of urgency and enthusiasm. If adults
can communicate to children the importance of
the reading experience-of hearing stories read
aloud, children are more likely to be receptive.
However, if the adult's urgency is not coupled with
enthusiasm-with joy-then the children will most
likely be merely compliant rather than curious and
excited-or not be listeners at all.
Thirdly, children tend to like activities which satisfy
certain common human needs: the need for physical
and material security, the need for belonging, for
beauty, for solitude, for intellectual stimulation, for
love and the need to love, for change and for spiritual
refreshment. Of course, books cannot directly satisfy
these needs, but they can indirectly.
By hearing stories about children who have physical
and material security, children who are not secure
may vicariously feel satisfied, at least momentarily,
through their identification with book characters.
Similarly, through identification with book characters, the lonely child may know something of what
it is like to belong and to feel needed. The unloved
child may likewise vicariously feel loved, and the
child who does not know what it means to love may,
in some small measure, find out. Spiritual refreshment, solitude or change, intellectual stimulation
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and beauty may all be experienced by children as
they hear books read aloud by a caring, lively adult.
Now, what goes wrong in the reading aloud activity?
Children often dislike hearing stories read aloud
because they don't know how to listen. They may not
know how to create vivid mental images based on the
words they hear. They may not know basic listening/
reading skills such as how to anticipate events,
follow sequences logically, or identify climaxes. They
may not be attuned to the beauty of the sounds of
language or the beauty of the human voice. Children
who dislike listening to stories may not have learned
how to identify with book characters, and may be
lacking in their ability to empathize. Some children
have been "talked to death" by relatives and friends,
and subsequently put being read to in the same
category as being talked to. Many children have
been read to for primarily didactic purposes-to
learn good manners, how to count, facts, morals,
etc. They dislike didactic reading as much as adults
dislike "preachy" lectures. Forced to listen, children
often do what adults do, they "tune out." They hear
words merely as sounds, not as carriers of meaning.
Their minds are not actively engaged; no meaningful
listening takes place. We know that active listening
requires, in part, the ability to organize, to reflect,
to anticipate, to compare, and to question. Children,
who have not developed such abilities, will find
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active listening (auding) very difficult, if not impossible. They will also find that their ability to read
silently is diminished.
Reading aloud to children gives them the opportunity
to learn how to listen actively and provides them
with a reading model. Many cognitive factors in
children's reading development may be stimulated
through "auditory reading" or critical listening.
Children can be helped to make comparisons among
books read, (by the teacher and by themselves)
among different authors' works, and between real
life experiences and the literary suspension of life
experiences. While the teacher reads aloud, some
of the cognitive skills children may be called upon
to use are: sequencing events; the noting of details,
relationships, and associations; making inferences;
drawing of conclusions; forming of categories;
expanding of concepts, identification of the main
idea or the author's purpose; and the forming of their
own, unique sensory images based on the words they
hear.
The affective areas of the child's development which
are strengthened through reading literature-either
to himself or hearing someone read aloud-are: the
examining of values, attitudes, and life styles; the
heightening of awareness of feelings and language
patterns; the inculcation of empathy and curiosity;
the encouragement of creative responses to that
which is read.

In addition to stimulating both the cognitive and
affective behaviors of children, the teacher's reading
aloud to pupils can serve as an effective reading

model for children, can help non-readers discover
more positive aspects of books and reading, and can
stimulate and guide most pupils' library book reading.
If you find that you just cannot read aloud effectively, there are fine recordings of children's stories
available in both records and tape forms. If your
budget won't allow the purchase of such aids, perhaps you could arrange to have other teachers make
tape recordings of books or come to your class to read
in exchange for some other service you might provide
them. But even a "stumbling" reader can be a "good"
reader if the reading is done with honest enthusiasm
for the material and concern for the children.

An excellent resource for teachers who are interested
in books, films, and records in the area of literature
for children is A Multimedia Approach to Children's
Literature compiled and edited by Ellin Greene
and Madalynne Schoenfield and published by the
American Library Association. The quality of the
materials listed is most high and the annotations are
most helpful.
A 1972 publication of IRA is important reading for
teachers concerned about children and their literature. Reading, Children's Books, and Our Pluralistic
Society compiled and edited by Harold Tanyzer and
Jean Karl was prepared by a joint Children's Book
Council as an outgrowth of the Sixteenth Perspectives in Reading Conference held in Atlantic City,
New Jersey in 1971. This is a powerful collection of
reprints of speeches that should be read and seriously thought about by teachers.

"READ TO US!"
BY JANE BINGHAM

W

hen asked to provide a response to this MRJ article, which I wrote 34 years ago,
I was not only surprised to be asked to participate in this novel endeavor, I was
surprised to read the title of my article: "Don't Read to Us." I wondered whatever
possessed me to advocate against reading aloud when I had advocated for it throughout
my entire teaching career.
Then I recalled several instances that might have
sparked such an exclamation. One was the case of
a pre-service teacher I had been working with. She
told me that her assigned group of children had been
reluctant to listen to stories she had selected when
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she read them aloud. I also
remembered a parent telling
me that her child disliked
Jane Bingham
being read to so much, he
threw the book on the floor. I recalled, as well,
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a very serious 9-year-old who had been referred
to Oakland's reading clinic. He said he felt he was
"too old" to be read to, and he was trying to learn to
improve his reading at the clinic only because it was
his job to read to his preschool brother because his
parents worked and had so little time.
So these examples must have been in my mind. But
as I think about it now, I'm sure I used the title to
capture the attention of adults who found reading
aloud frustrating-and also those who were not
convinced that the time and effort involved was
worthwhile.
My intention, of course, was to remind both the
adults who successfully read aloud to children and
those who don't about what is required to create a
successful, that is, a mutually satisfying and enriching read-aloud experience and to help them realize
the specific benefits that accrue from the practice.
Finally, I wanted to offer some resources and
alternatives for those adults who cannot or are not
willing to take the responsibility for reading aloud
to children, but who are willing to be responsible
for arranging for children to be read to by others
because they believe that the read-aloud experience
is an important, even vital, one in the education of
children.
As for me, I remain totally convinced of the importance of the enterprise. I believe that reading aloud
all types of thoughtfully selected material to children
has great value, but stories have special value: stories about the present, past, and future; stories about
people-those admired, feared, tolerated; stories
about love and fear and all the human emotions in
between; stories that enrich vocabularies, extend
concepts, and provide models for writing and ways of
being in the world.
Perhaps more than anything, I am certain that the
read-aloud experience offers the adult a precious
age-old way of connecting to the next generation.
Even the physical connection is an important one.
The amount of time spent, the proximity of the
bodies, the amount of eye contact during the readaloud experience-all add enormously to the sense of
connectedness.
Research studies often point out that lack of connectedness is paramount in children and young adults
who exhibit problem behaviors. Many youngsters
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today are seemingly connected by way of computers,
cell phones and i-Pods, or through sports, music,
or other activities. So certainly connections are
being made. However, connections that listening
to well-selected stories read aloud by caring adults
make are unique, and so are the benefits-the same
benefits that stories have provided down through
the centuries: a sense of what it means to be human
(and perhaps more importantly, what is means to
be humane), and the importance of what it means
to treat oneself and others with respect. Story
characters introduce children to varied ways of living
in the world. Indeed, stories heard in childhood and
adolescence can provide life long significance.
Specifically, stories offer "try-on" but safe experiences for children that nourish and support their
uniquely human ability to imagine. The stimulation
of their imaginations that extends experience is
crucial to their growth. In all probability, it is the
most important way in which stories, especially
those read aloud in a caring environment, can help
children develop empathy for others and contribute
to their development as humane and vital human
beings.
I treasure this quotation from Ursula Le Guin:
We will not know our own injustice if we
cannot imagine injustice. We will not be
free if we cannot imagine freedom.
There are points included in "Don't Read to Us"
that bear holding in mind. For instance, I mention
some valuable resources that were available in 1973.
Today, of course, there are so many more-annotated
lists of top- notch books and recordings and ways
and methods to involve children in various stages of
development in the read-aloud experience-available
on-line, in libraries and bookstores, and in each issue
ofMRJ.
Although I have been retired for several years, I
obviously am still convinced that reading worthwhile
material aloud to the young is an invaluable way
to connect with them, to stimulate their minds, to
expand their sense of what it means to be human,
and to examine what it means to be humane.
I must admit that sometimes I imagine myself
beginning my teaching career all over again, inviting
teachers and the children in their care to experience
the wondrous world of "Once upon a time .. .."
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